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HARPER LEE'S FIRST NOVEL:

A REVIEW OF GO SETA WATCHMAN
(HARPER COLLINS 2015)
JUDY M. CORNETT*

"Ihave said what I wanted to say and I will not say it
again."l
Nelle HarperLee'
"That novel should never have been published."
Law Professor2
"Every text enters the world under determinate
sociohistorical conditions, and while these conditions may
and should be variously defined and imagined, they establish
the horizon within which the life histories of different texts
can play themselves out."
Jerome McGann3
Harper Lee's first novel, Go Set a Watchman, has entered the
world under such a weighty burden of history that it can hardly be
read, discussed, or analyzed. Every commentator who has addressed
the novel, myself included,4 has read it in light of Lee's later but
first-published novel, To Kill a Mockingbird.5 As Jerome McGann

* College of Law Distinguished Professor, University of Tennessee College of
Law. The author is deeply indebted to Nancy L. Cook for inspiration, lively
discussion, and careful comments upon a draft of this review. The author is also
indebted to Dwight Aarons, Al Brophy, Micki Fox, Catherine Freels, Carol Parker,
Penny Tschantz, Vickie Valentine, Valorie Vojdik, Genet Weber, John Zomchick, and
many others who provided ideas, support, and encouragement.
1. MARJA MILLS, THE MOCKINGBIRD NEXT DOOR: LIFE WITH HARPER LEE 210
(2014) (quoting Nelle Harper Lee).

2. Personal observation, Southeastern Association of American Law Schools
annual conference, Boca Raton, Florida (Aug. 1, 2015).
3. JEROME J. MCGANN, THE TEXTUAL CONDITION 9 (1990).
4. Judy Cornett, Go Set A Watchman - Breathing a Sigh of Relief, THE
FACULTY LOUNGE (July 27, 2015), http://www.thefacultylounge.org/2015/07/cornettgo-set-a-watchman-breathing-a-sigh-of-relief.html.
5. Madison Smartt Bell, In Watchman' Atticus Finch is Deeply Flawed,
BOSTONGLOBE.COM, available at https://www.bostonglobe.com/1970/01/25/ee/VVGcq

MJNpx5VROSLOE2toL/story.html (last visited Nov. 16, 2015); Randy Dotinga, The
SurprisingSibling to 'Mockingbird,'CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR WEEKLY, Aug. 17
& 24, 2015, at 40; Adam Gopnik, Sweet Home Alabama: Harper Lee's "Go Set a
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points out, this constant shadowing of the earlier text by the latter is
inevitable. But, still, it seems unfair.
For the record, Go Set a Watchman was written in the late
1950s 6 by Nelle Harper Lee, who was born in Monroeville, Alabama,
on April 28, 1926.7 After dropping out of the University of Alabama's
law school without taking either a bachelor's or a law degree,8 she
moved to New York City in 1949 to pursue writing as a career. 9 The
manuscript of Go Set a Watchman was submitted to J.B. Lippincott
in May 1957.10 At this point, the journey of the manuscript becomes
uncertain." However, it appears that the manuscript was returned
to the author and, at some point, was stored in a safe deposit box in
a bank in Monroeville, Alabama.1 2 After living exclusively in New
York City for several years, Harper Lee began to divide her time
between the city and her hometown of Monroeville. Most recently, as
her health has declined, she has lived exclusively in her hometown.13

Watchman," NEW YORKER, July 27, 2015, available at http://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2015/07/27/sweet-home-alabama (last visited Nov. 16, 2015); Randall
Kennedy, Harper Lee's 'Go Set a Watchman,' N.Y. TIMES, July 14, 2015, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/14/books/review/harper-lees-go-set-a-watchman.ht
ml (last visited Nov. 16, 2015); Mark Lawson, Go Set a Watchman Review: More
Complex Than Harper Lee's Original Classic, but Less Compelling, GUARDIAN, July
13, 2015, available at http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jul/12/go-set-awatchman-review-harper-lee-to-kill-a-mockingbird (last visited Nov. 16, 2015);
Richard H. McAdams, Past Perfect, THE NEW RAMBLER: AN ONLINE REVIEW OF

BOOKS, availableat http://newramblerreview.comlbook-reviews/fiction-1iterature/
past-perfect (last visited Nov. 16, 2015); Joni Rogers, 'Go Set a Watchman' is a Novel
We Can Love, BOSTONGLOBE.COM, July 15, 2015, available at https://www.boston
globe.com/opinion/2015/07/15/set-watchman-novel-can-love/F2xqnM4vqYay3mH1Yp
8nmL/story.html (last visited Nov. 16, 2015).
6.

CHARLES J. SHIELDS, MOCKINGBIRD: A PORTRAIT OF HARPER LEE 114-15

(2006).
7. Id. at 39.
8. Id. at 109. At the time, the University of Alabama permitted undergraduate
students to enter its law school in their junior year. Harper Lee did so, but dropped
out of the University altogether "at the end of the first semester of her senior year."
Id.
9. Id.
10. Id. at 114.
11. Lee's most recent biographer, Charles Shields, states that the manuscript
originally entitled Go Set a Watchman became, after revisions, a manuscript entitled
Atticus, which was then further revised and published as To Kill a Mockingbird. Id.
at 114-16, 126-32.
12. Accounts of the manuscript's discovery agree that it was discovered in a
safe deposit box in a local Monroeville bank.
13. MILLS, supra note 1, at 6.
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On February 3, 2015, HarperCollins Publications announced
that Go Set a Watchman would be published on July 14, 2015. With
this announcement came a flood of speculation about the
circumstances under which the manuscript was discovered and
placed for publication.' 4 The hiatus between the return of the
original manuscript to Lee and the publication announcement was
not well documented, and Lee's attorney, Tonja Carter, made vague
and contradictory statements about how the manuscript was
retrieved and whether Lee, then eighty-nine years old, had given
permission for the publication. 15
No such furor would have greeted the announcement of the
novel's publication had Lee been a little-known regional author.
What made the announcement so spectacular was what Lee had
done in the interim between the manuscript's original submission in
1957 and its announced publication almost sixty years later.
In July 1960, Lee's second novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, was
published by Lippincott, the same publisher to whom she had
submitted Go Set a Watchman.'6 Her second novel was very
successful, becoming a New York Times bestseller and winning the
Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 1961.17 The following year, in 1962, the

14, For a concise summary of the controversy surrounding the discovery and
publication of the novel, see William Giraldi, The Suspicious Story Behind Harper
Lee's 'Go Set a Watchman,'THE NEW REPUBLIC (July 13, 2015). For a more detailed
account, see Shekhar Bhatia, Exclusive: Did Harper Lee's Lawyer Purposely Hold on
to the Manuscript of Go Set a Watchman for Years . . . , DAILY1VIAIL.COM (July 17,
2015), availableat http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3163203/Did-Harper-Lees-lawyer-purposely-hold-manuscript-Set-Watchman-years-control-author-s-affairsNew-account-claims-knew-book-2011.html (last visited Nov. 17, 2015).
15. Serge F. Kovaleski, Alexander Alter, and Jennifer Crossley Howard, Is
Harper Lee Competent to OK 'Mockingbird' Sequel?, BOSTONGLOBE.COM (Mar. 12,
2015), available at https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/nation/2015/03/11/state-ala
bama-steps-into-debate-harper-lee-mental-state/JApzHm9PTpnsBA5GDdX8XI/
story.html (last visited Nov. 16, 2015). At least one commentator has suggested that
the published version of the manuscript had in fact been revised by Lee at some
point in her life and then abandoned. Adam Gopnik, Sweet Home Alabama: Harper
Lee's 'Go Set a Watchman,' THE NEW YORKER (July 27, 2015) ("But it would not be
surprising if this novel turns out to be a revised version of an early draft, returned to
later, with an eye to writing the 'race novel' that elsewhere Harper Lee has
mentioned as an ambition."). For a nuanced and perceptive assessment of the
controversy surrounding the novel's publication, see Lee Siegel, Harper Lee and the
Benefit of the Doubt, NEW YORKER (Feb. 10, 2015), available at http://www.new
yorker.com/books/page-turner/go-set-watchman-benefit-doubt (last visited Nov. 16,
2015).
16.
17.

SHIELDS, supra note 6, at 180.
Id. at 199.
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movie version appeared, starring Gregory Peck as the novel's hero,
Atticus Finch. The movie won three Oscars, including Best Actor
(Gregory Peck) and Best Adapted Screenplay (Horton Foote).18 In
the years since, To Kill a Mockingbird has been translated into forty
languages and has sold an estimated thirty million copies
worldwide.1 9 It has become standard reading in American junior
high schools and high schools. 20 Its hero, Atticus Finch, has become
an icon of lawyerly virtue, inspiring youngsters to follow a legal
career and providing an example of lawyerly virtue for legal
practitioners.2 1 The novel, refracted through Gregory Peck's
portrayal of Atticus Finch, has become an American classic.
After a brief period of literary endeavor immediately following
the publication of To Kill a Mockingbird,22 Harper Lee never
published another novel. 23 Her lack of literary production at times
seemed like a malicious withholding of her talent from a public
sorely in need of good stories and inspiring heroes. At times, her
silence fueled speculation that she had not really written To Kill a
Mockingbird at all.2 4 Over the years, Lee refused interviews, refused
to cooperate with biographers, and earned the reputation of a
recluse. 25 This combination of circumstances-her spectacular early
literary production, coupled with her subsequent literary silence and
personal reticence-led to the sensational publicity surrounding the
announcement of the new novel's publication.
These are the sociohistorical conditions under which Go Set a
Watchman entered the world. So far, these conditions have
established the horizon of this novel's existence. But while reading

18. Id. at 231. The other Oscar awarded to the movie was for Best Art
Directors/Set Directors. Id.
19. Charles Leerhsen, Harper Lee's Novel Achievement, SMITHSONIAN
MAGAZINE (June 2010), http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/harper-leesnovel-achievement-141052/.
20. See SHIELDS, supra note 6, at 271.
21. See Bill Haltom, To Kill Another Mockingbird, 51 TENN. B.J. 38 (Mar.
2015); Bill Haltom, Atticus Finch is Still My Hero, 51 TENN. B.J. 34 (Sept. 2015)
("Atticus is and win always be my hero."); Jason Long, Finding Fitch, DICTA, Nov.
2009, at 19 ("Many of us who decided to become lawyer did so because of our
idealization of Atticus Finch.")
22. See SHIELDS, supra note 6, at 201, 250.
23. Lee's most recent biographer, Charles Shields, reports that she worked on
two additional novels, one immediately following the publication of To Kill a
Mockingbird, id. at 202, 218, 222, 236-37, and one after the death of Truman Capote
in 1984 that was to be a "nonfiction novel" in the style of In Cold Blood, id. at 267-70.
See also id. at 288.
24. Leerhsen, supra note 19.
25. SHIELDS, supra note 6, at 264-88.
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and re-reading the novel, I long to rescue it and liberate it from the
anchor of history that is keeping it submerged in the ocean of To Kill
a Mockingbird's legacy.
In the novel, I see a young author who comes from a particular
culture, but who longs to make sense of that culture, and of herself,
in a way that transcends that culture. I see a novel that is
autobiographical, with a rich sense of the tensions and paradoxes
bound up in being a woman from South Alabama living in New York
City at the dawn of the Civil Rights Era. I hear the author's struggle
with what it means to come from a culture that has its origins in a
grave immorality, only partially renounced: it is a family drama, a
historical drama, and an internal drama. There is much in the novel
that rings true to the experience of living in the Deep South when
African-Americans were asserting their long-denied rights as
citizens. It is also a philosophical novel, rehearsing many of the
arguments for and against desegregation and voting rights that
accompanied the activism of the late 1950s.
Is it possible to recover Go Set a Watchman in its original
sociohistorical setting? Is it possible to read the novel as if it had
been published in 1958? Can it be liberated from the stultifying
context of To Kill a Mockingbird and its saintly hero? Realistically,
no. We as writers and readers are as culturally bound as the novel.
To liberate the novel from its historical context, we would have to
liberate ourselves, an impossible task. However, we can
imaginatively construct a context for the novel that precedes the
publication of the later novel. We can imagine an analysis of the
novel that treats it on its own terms as an autonomous work of art.
However much this imaginative time- and culture-travel violates the
sociohistorical context of the novel's appearance, this approach can
yield new insights into the novel by clearing away the post-1958
underbrush that clouds our perception.

THE OLD YORKER
JULY 14, 1958
BOOK REVIEWS
DISPATCHES FROM THE CIVIL RIGHTS BATTLEFIELD:
Go SETA WATCHMAN BY HARPER LEE

From the pen of a young Southern writer comes a debut novel
that explores the ongoing Southern resistance to the civil rights
movement mounted by the NAACP on behalf of Southern blacks. Not
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surprisingly, the author, while portraying herself as a progressive in
race matters-largely due to her five years' residence in New York
City-ends by excusing her elders' benighted attitudes toward racial
progress.
The novel is set in the fictional south Alabama town of Maycomb,
complete with a town square and typically idiosyncratic Southern
characters. The protagonist and narrator is Miss Jean Louise Finch,
a college graduate who has left home to seek her fortune in the city.
She has returned to Maycomb on an annual visit, and the novel
takes place over one weekend, during which she learns that
everything she thought she knew about her sleepy hometown has
changed.
The changes in her hometown mirror the changes all America
has seen after the war. Veterans have returned to build houses,
work jobs in new factories, and form a new middle class between the
large landowners and poor white tenant farmers. Even the
protagonist's church has changed: the minister introduces a new
Doxology, leading Miss Finch to ask, "How dare they change it?"
From the minister's sermon comes the title of the novel: "For thus
hath the Lord said unto me, 'Go, set a watchman, let him declare
what he seeth."' 2 6 The Biblical watchman stood guard to warn of
approaching danger. According to The Interpreter'sDictionary of the
Bible, the watchman is "[o]ne who keeps vigil, who guards a person
or property, usually at night."2 7 A city watchman "kept the walls safe
from the enemy at night and called out the safety of the city like a
sentry." 28 Moreover, "[tjhe prophets as watchmen of God observed
the impending doom on the nation . . . and announced it to the
sleeping, indifferent people." 2 9 Most interestingly, "[i]n the
apocryphal books the term 'watchman' is used to designate fallen
angels . . .. "30
The author certainly portrays Jean Louise Finch as an observer
who announces to her family the "impending doom" of her culture if
it fails to adapt to the changing relationship between the races. She
may even be seen as a guardian of that culture, someone who is
trying to keep her hometown "safe from the enemy" of backward
provincialism. To the extent that she rebels against that culture in
an attempt to rescue it, she could be seen by her countrymen as a
"fallen angel," seduced by the temptations of the more cosmopolitan

26.

Isaiah 21:6.

27. THE INTERPRETER'S
ENCYCLOPEDIA 806 (1962).

28.
29.
30.

Id.
Id.
Id.

DICTIONARY

OF

THE

BIBLE:

AN

ILLUSTRATED
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views of the North. With respect to her larger audience, the novel's
readers, Jean Louise Finch is the watchman who warns of
approaching danger by declaring how her family and friends react to
the Supreme Court's decision in Brown v. Board of Education,31
which desegregated the nation's public schools.
Her family consists of her lawyer father, Atticus, her paternal
aunt, Alexandra, and her physician uncle, Jack. The Finches form
part of the aristocracy of Maycomb, having at one time owned a
plantation known as Finches' Landing. Her sole friend is her fianc6,
Hank, who has risen from his status as "poor white trash" to become
her father's law partner. The novel's action is propelled by Jean
Louise's unfortunate discovery of her father and her fianc6 at a
Sunday afternoon meeting of the Maycomb Citizens' Council at
which an avowed segregationist, Grady O'Hanlon (surely an echo of
Margaret Mitchell's Gerald O'Hara) takes the floor to declaim
against the mixing of the races.
This discovery constitutes the major conflict of the novel and
precipitates its action. This conflict appears initially as an external
one-Jean Louise versus Atticus and Hank. But it evolves into the
real conflict of the novel, Jean Louise's internal battle to reconcile
her identity as a child of Maycomb with her consciously held beliefs
as a citizen of the wider world. Jean Louise is shocked at her father's
and her fianc6's participation in the event, having thought of them
as enlightened in race matters. The remainder of the novel unfolds
as Jean Louise repeatedly juxtaposes the newly-discovered racism of
her family with her own, more cosmopolitan morals, and with her
upbringing, which she insists was free from any idea of race
prejudice: "I am color-blind," she asserts at one point. 32
It is unclear why Jean Louise views her family as so enlightened.
In one flashback-many of which are scattered clumsily and
irrelevantly throughout the novel-she remembers her father
successfully defending a black man on a rape charge. And she recalls
his egalitarian motto: "equal rights for all, special privileges for
none."3 3 But nothing about her aunt or uncle could be described as
progressive. Her aunt hosts a tea party at which the most repulsive
language and prejudices are uttered regarding the local blacks. The
ladies' conversation, which Lee wittily renders in comical non
sequitur snippets, includes fears of "mongrelization" of the races, an
apparent reference to interracial marriage. Although this gathering
represents the cream of the Maycomb social crop, the ladies' free use

31.

347 U.S. 483 (1954).

32.

HARPER LEE,

33.

Id. at 108.

Go SET A WATCHMAN

122 (2015).
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of racial epithets contrasts dramatically with their supposed
refinement. Aunt Alexandra herself, presented as a model Southern
lady of the small-town upper class, does not shrink before the vicious
stereotypes presented in a segregationist pamphlet found in her
home. And although we learn little about Uncle Jack, besides his
predilection for literary analogies, he apparently shares the views of
his siblings toward blacks as his otiose excuses and explanations for
his brother's presence at the council meeting show.
The reader can sympathize with the heroine's disillusionment
after seeing her father and her fianc6 at the avowedly segregationist
gathering. But the author's decision to make this event the
mainspring of action weakens the novel, as the heroine's mock-epic
quest to resolve her inner conflict begins to feel claustrophobic.
Indeed, the second half of the novel boils down to a series of
dialogues: between Jean Louise and Uncle Jack; Jean Louise and
Hank; Jean Louise and her father, Atticus; and finally, Jean Louise
and Uncle Jack again. In all this conversation, we hear rehearsed
again all the old canards about the South's "peculiar" culture (too
eerily reminiscent of discourse about its "peculiar institution"), the
"true" cause of the Civil War and of Jim Crow's resistance to
integration (states' rights in opposition to overweening federal
power), and offensive assessments of black culture and blacks'
abilities to self-govern ("they are still in their childhood as a people,"
asserts the pater familias 34).
If all this is wearying, there is a minor subplot in the novel that
reveals more about Southern culture, and more about Jean Louise,
than the author suspects. At one point, the two lawyers, Atticus and
Hank, are discussing a young black man, Frank, who has killed a
white pedestrian while driving drunk. Frank is the grandson of the
Finches' old housekeeper, Calpurnia, and she has appealed to
Atticus Finch for help in defending him from the criminal charges
that are sure to follow (despite the fact that the white pedestrian
was also drunk-which fact apparently makes no difference in
Alabama). Atticus undertakes to represent Frank, but only to keep
him out of the hands of the NAACP lawyers who have been invading
the South with their demands for juries that include blacks.
Apparently unbeknownst to either Calpurnia or Frank himself, the
white lawyer plans to plead him guilty, keeping him out of the
courtroom altogether.
Although Jean Louise apparently recognizes the blatant
immorality of this approach, she seems to condone it by going to visit
their old housekeeper, Calpurnia, who is the only mother figure she

34.

Id. at 246.
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has, her own mother having died when she was a small child.
Consistent with the author's naive and rather clumsy touch, it is
never clear what motivates Jean Louise's visit. Is she going to warn
Calpurnia about the lawyers' plot to undermine her grandson's legal
rights? Is she going to offer neighborly assistance in the family's
time of need? Is she seeking some kind of explanation for the nowexplicit racism she observes in her own family?
In a telling scene, Jean Louise, we discover, is doing none of
these things:
Jean Louise said, "Don't worry, Cal. Atticus'll do his
best."
Calpurnia said, "I know he will, Miss Scout. He always do
his best. He always do right."
Jean Louise stared open-mouthed at the old woman.
Calpurnia was sitting in a haughty dignity that appeared on
state occasions, and with it appeared erratic grammar. Had
the earth stopped turning, had the trees frozen, had the sea
given up its dead, Jean Louise would not have noticed.
"Calpurnia!"
She barely heard Calpurnia talking: "Frank, he do wrong
...

he pay for it . .. my grandson. I love him ...

but he go to

.

jail with or without Mr. Finch. .
"Calpurnia,stop it!"
Jean Louise was on her feet. She felt the tears come and
walked blindly to the window.
The old woman had not moved. Jean Louise turned and
saw her sitting there, seeming to inhale steadily.
Calpurnia was wearing her company manners.
Jean Louise sat down again in front of her. "Cal," she
cried, "Cal, Cal, Cal, what are you doing to me? What's the
matter? I'm your baby, have you forgotten me? Why are you
shutting me out? What are you doing to me?"
Calpurnia lifted her hands and brought them down softly
on the arms of the rocker. Her face was a million tiny
wrinkles, and her eyes were dim behind thick lenses.
"What are you all doing to us?" she said.
"Us?"
"Yessum. Us."
She looked into the old woman's face and she knew it was
hopeless. Calpurnia was watching her, and in Calpurnia's
eyes was no hint of compassion.
Jean Louise rose to go. "Tell me one thing, Cal," she said,
"just one thing before I go - please, I've got to know. Did you
hate us?"
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The old woman sat silent, bearing the burden of her
years. Jean Louise waited.
Finally, Calpurnia shook her head.38
After this jarring exchange, it takes the reader some moments to
recover enough to realize that Jean Louise has explicitly condoned
her father's unethical plan to subvert Frank's legal rights to further
his goal of scotching the NAACP. Even worse, she is concerned here,
not with the faithful old servant's family tragedy, but with her own
sense of entitlement to that lady's love and affection. Such
selfishness can hardly be excused by the heroine's internal struggle
with her family's backward views on race.
But this scene does remind us that Jean Louise is a "watchman"
who is reporting what she sees in Maycomb-the fundamental
change in race relations wrought by the U.S. Supreme Court's
vindication of black rights in this decade. Jean Louise asserts that
she was raised to be "color blind," to treat blacks with dignity and
respect just as she would treat any white person.36 Logically, she
reasons, those around her must also have been "color blind." Her
father's motto, "Equal rights for all, special privileges for none," 3 7
included blacks as well as whites.
Accepting her version of her upbringing-which requires us to
believe the upbringing of an aristocratic white girl in the Deep South
could result in a "color blind" individual-it becomes clear to us (if
not to Jean Louise) that what has changed is the blacks' assertion of
their rights as a race. It was easy enough to treat individual blacks
with dignity and respect and to defend their individual civil rights,
as long as they continued to know their (subservient) place as
members of the black race. However, once the NAACP began to
agitate for their collective rights-the rights to attend integrated
schools and to vote without hindrance-the perception of whites
quickly changed.
"We're sittin' on a keg of dynamite," says one of the guests at
Aunt Alexandra's tea party.38 Jean Louise has "walked into the
middle of a revolution," asserts Uncle Jack.39 And, finally, Atticus
Finch declares, "We're outnumbered, you know." 4 0 It seems to be the
collective nature of the blacks' struggle for civil rights that unnerves
the white denizens of Maycomb. Thus, in the scene with Calpurnia,
the plural pronouns carry a meaning that varies with the speaker:

35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.

at 159-60.
at 179.
at 108.
at 173.
at 188.
at 246.
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"What are you doing to us [the black race]?" asks Calpurnia. "Did
you hate us (the individuals Jem and Jean Louise]?" asks the
narrator.
The collectivity that poses such a threat to the inhabitants of
Maycomb is represented by the United States Supreme Court and
the NAACP. The former interferes with states' rights, while the
latter tries to promote child-like blacks to full citizenship before they
are ready. In an extended dialogue with her father, Jean Louise
herself, despite her progressive views on race, declares that the
Supreme Court decision desegregating public schools violates the
Tenth Amendment, which reserves to the states all powers not
expressly granted to the federal government. However, unlike her
father-who insists that black citizens are not ready to assume
public office, and will not be ready to do so until some vague future
time after the white citizens have presumably educated them in the
ways of civilization--Jean Louise insists that blacks are entitled to
'

"the same chance," to "the same opportunities anyone else has."4

Thus, she withstands her father's specious reasoning.
The heroine does less well when she tries to withstand the
baroque and overly literary disquisitions of her Uncle Jack. He
paints a picture of the South as a peculiar people, a separate nation
from the North, composed of individuals who are proud, stubborn,
and resentful of authority. In the novel's most shocking scene, Jack
backhands his niece, ostensibly to stop her from departing in anger
after the contretemps with her father. But the brutal gesture carries
much symbolic weight: amid all the perceived threats of violence by
blacks, the only actual violence depicted in the novel is perpetrated
by the avuncular white aristocrat.
Perhaps it is too much to expect a 26-year-old woman like Jean
Louise, a relative newcomer to the city, to renounce her Southern
culture altogether. That quest, she believes, would parallel the futile
quest of Browning's Childe Roland, whose costly journey to reach the
Dark Tower led to nothing but death and self-destruction. And this
young heroine does put up a fight, mentally abhorring and verbally
challenging the outworn racist notions of her family. In the end,
however, she succumbs to accommodation with the Southern
gradualists, choosing her family over her principles as she agrees to
disagree with her father and, implicitly at least, promises to return
to her true home, the town of Maycomb, Alabama.
Just as her heroine succumbs to accommodation, so author
Harper Lee succumbs to many temptations of the debut novelist.
Eager to paint a picture of the modern South, and to warn of the

41.
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dangers for civil rights still lurking in the hearts of its most upright
citizens, she tells too much and shows too little. Her acerbic, witty
perspective on her fellow Southerners and her keen ear for the
vocabulary and rhythm of Southern speech serve her well. But if she
wishes to reach the heights scaled by her fellow Southern authors of
the fair sex-O'Connor, Welty, and the much-mourned Mitchell-she
will have to write fiction that is more about people than ideas.
Small-town Southern life can be charming, but violence and racism
mar the landscape of Lee's fictional world. What readers need from a
novel is not a warning from a watchman, but a story from a
storyteller. We will be watching (yes, watching) eagerly for Miss
Lee's next, or first, story.

THE SOUTHERN PERIODICAL
JULY 14, 1958
THE NEW SOUTH REVEALED?

Go SETA WATCHMAN BY HARPER LEE
"[I]t takes a certain kind of maturity to live in the South these
days." 4 2 This is one of the many truths so convincingly portrayed in

Go Set a Watchman, the debut novel by Alabama native Harper Lee.
This novel, which takes as its subject the burgeoning "civil rights
movement" in the South, brings us a heartening picture of how the
Old South might become the New South.
Since 1954, when the U.S. Supreme Court ordered Southern
schools to desegregate, the South has been faced with social
challenges unknown since the days of Reconstruction. The decree
from on high has forced all Southerners to decide how they will
adapt to a world in which blacks have equal legal rights to whites,
even though the two races remain socially separate. In her novel,
Miss Harper Lee depicts the struggle of one such Southerner. At 26
years old, the heroine, Miss Jean Louise Finch, returns to her
hometown of Maycomb, Alabama, from New York City, where she
has resided for the past five years. The author does not specify what
Miss Finch has been doing in the big city, but we can safely assume
that she is there as a career woman.
Indeed, so enthralled by her career has this heroine become that
she can no longer perceive the joys and satisfactions of marriage and
motherhood. Forced by her aunt to attend a church tea, Miss Finch
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rudely accosts the women in attendance, mocking their conversation
and declaring that "I can't think of anything to say to them."43
Perhaps such arrogance toward the happy homemaker results from
her having been a tomboy in her youth, as we see in a number of
reminiscences scattered randomly throughout the novel. These
vignettes, some of which are charming, some downright vulgar, do
nothing to move the narrative along, and the patient reader must
wonder what role they were designed to play in the novel.
The reader also wonders why the romantic plot is included
because it is utterly prosaic. Miss Finch and her fianc6 make an illassorted couple whose only common interest appears to be cavorting
in a river fully clothed. From the moment "Hank" Clinton greets
Miss Finch at the train station till the heroine says good-bye to him
near the end of the novel, there is not a hint of true romance
between them. In fact, the heroine initially admits only that "[s]he
was almost in love with him,"44 and by the end of the novel she
concludes that she is "useless to him as anything other than his
oldest friend."4 5
Although the novel is written from the third person perspective,
it reads like an autobiography. The protagonist is simply a stand-in
for the author, who hails from Monroeville, Alabama, and like Jean
Louise Finch, attended the state University. The action takes place
over one weekend, during which Miss Finch engages with the
members of her family, her fianc6, and beloved members of her
community. Through these interactions, we learn how the young
lady and her community struggle to reconcile their traditional way of
life with the new era of racial equality ushered in by the federal
government's advocacy on behalf of the black race.
Like most small towns in the South, Maycomb has been a closeknit society, with its usual cast of characters: the landowners, the
professional men, the devout church ladies, the shopkeepers and
laborers, and of course, the blacks. Change began to disrupt the
social order even before the Supreme Court's crusading race
decisions. After the War, the returning veterans began to climb the
social ladder, aided by the federal government, which provided them
with housing loans and free education funded by the G.I. Bill. In this
newly prosperous decade, others work hard and take their places in
the better classes of Maycomb. For example, Hank, who recognizes
his origins as "trash,"4 6 has graduated from law school and has

43.
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entered the practice of law, with the help of Miss Finch's father,
Atticus.
Atticus Finch is a typical gentleman of the professional classes.
He is descended from one of the founding families of Maycomb. At
one time, the Finches owned a plantation known as Finch's Landing.
But only the daughter of the family remained on the land. Atticus
and his brother Jack went away to college, Atticus to law school and
Jack to medical school. One of the major plotlines of the novel is the
conflict between Miss Finch and her father, a widower. Because she
has been living in New York City, reading only New York
newspapers, Miss Finch misunderstands her father's enlightened
views on race. When Miss Finch sees her father and Hank at a
meeting of the Maycomb Citizens' Council, she is offended, believing
that he approves of the sentiments expressed by the day's speaker, a
parodic low-class Irish figure named Grady O'Hanlon. Because Miss
Finch idolizes her father, she believes that the extreme racial views
exemplified by this speaker are unworthy of him. She is likewise
disappointed by her fianc6's attendance at the meeting, viewing him
as her father's adopted son who has taken the place of her dead
brother Jem.
This central conflict of the novel-the heroine's disappointment
in her father's views on race-is overly dramatized. In a rather
repetitive series of internal dialogues, Miss Finch expresses disgust
at her family's concerns about racial unrest, which she finds
offensive and inconsistent with her upbringing, in which racial
conflict was absent. At one point, thinking about the Maycomb
Citizens' Council meeting, she even regurgitates-symbolically,
perhaps-at the site of the home in which she grew up. Apart from
the lack of realism evidenced by this reaction (after all, how could
any well-informed person, much less a native of the South, be
surprised that whites have become wary of black activism?), the
almost hysterical tone of the heroine's internal musings wears on the
patient reader.
Another example of the overblown drama that mars this
potentially charming novel is Miss Finch's visit to the home of
Calpurnia, the elderly black woman who served as the Finches'
housekeeper during Miss Finch's childhood. Deliberately defying
convention, the young woman enters the home of the old woman,
whose grandson has been arrested and charged with running down a
white pedestrian. Assuring Calpurnia that her father will ably
defend the accused, Miss Finch takes the elderly woman's hand and
kisses her fingertips! This gesture, which would be so appropriate
between a dutiful child and a beloved mother, inspires nothing but
dismay when it occurs between women of such unequal social
station.
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The heroine's conflict with her family and her native culture
symbolizes the larger conflict in the novel-the conflict between
North and South. In these troubled times, when blacks are agitating
for their "rights" and the Supreme Court is intervening clumsily in
Southern affairs, it is hard to see Miss Finch's internal conflict as
anything other than a polemic in support of the northern agenda.
However, the novel does not quite devolve into propaganda. Through
the heroine's conversations with her father and her uncle, Miss Lee
accurately presents the South's viewpoint on the civil rights
question.
In different linguistic styles-Atticus Finch's the voice of reason
and Dr. Jack Finch's the voice of the man of letters-Miss Lee
explains that the South is not opposed to civil rights for blacks. To
the contrary, the South objects only to the insult given by the
Supreme Court to the rights of individual Southern states. As the
heroine listens to her elders' views, she realizes that the philosophy
that suffused her upbringing and allows her to treat all persons,
including blacks, with appropriate dignity and respect, is a product
of the very social structure which she, as a newly minted
Northerner, now deprecates. However, in an allusion perfectly
illustrative of Miss Finch's dilemma, her Uncle Jack likens her to
Childe Roland of Browning's poem. Like Childe Roland, whose futile
quest can end only in destruction and despair, Miss Finch would
only end up destroying herself and her relationship with her father
were she to insist upon the new principles of racial equality.
Ultimately, the realization dawns that she cannot completely
overthrow her heritage. She must reconcile the newer political and
social ideas to which she has been exposed with the sound principles
of her father, who, like a true gentleman, always treated blacks with
respect and never took advantage of them.
The reconciliation Miss Finch achieves between her Southern
heritage and her new-fangled Northern principles may be the signal
contribution of this novel to our ongoing attempt to move forward
into a world that is now unknown. True, the Old South as our
ancestors knew it is dead. And rightly so, to the extent the Old South
was based upon the enslavement of other humans. However, the
death of slavery did not have to mean the death of the nobler
traditions of the South. And Jean Louise Finch may mark the path
all Southerners now have to follow in preserving the best of the old
and combining it with whatever may be good in the new. However
hard it may be to accept the federal government's haste in bringing
the two races together socially, legal integration appears to be a
foregone conclusion, if not yet a reality. Perhaps Jean Louise Finch
can serve as a model of the New Southerner, appreciating all that
the South has given her in terms of high principles and personal
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loyalty, while eschewing both the vulgarity of race hatred and the
equally vulgar assumption that the two races must live together as
social equals.
For Miss Harper Lee, this novel marks a fair start. If Miss Lee
can learn to strip the cynicism from her voice when discussing her
homeland, if she can learn to avoid the lower scenes of life and
instead focus on the more uplifting and comical aspects of her
hometown, and if she can show her characters' personalities more by
their actions than by their endless conversation, then she may
become a successful writer.

THE TENNESSEE LAW REVIEW 2015
Jerome McGann observes, "Every text has variants of itself
screaming to get out, or antithetical texts waiting to make
themselves known." 4 7 The antithetical text that waits to make itself
known in Go Set a Watchman is, of course, To Kill a Mockingbird.
The greater novel is the antithesis of the lesser because it reifies
rather than interrogates a certain small-town Southern culture. To
Kill a Mockingbird is static, elegiac, serene; Go Set a Watchman is
roiling, cynical, troubled. To achieve the nostalgia of To Kill a
Mockingbird, Lee had to move the action two decades earlier, to the
1930s. The South of the 1930s was imbued with despair, survival
being the highest and best hope. 48 The South of the 1950s shared in
the post-War prosperity, which gave hope for more enduring change.
Like the frightened whites of Go Set a Watchman, most modern
readers prefer Tom Robinson to the nameless black lawyers of the
NAACP. They prefer the drama of two individuals set against a
Depression-era wasteland to the collective activism of an entire race
set against the growing urbanization and class homogeneity of the
1950s. To Kill a Mockingbird is a siren song of complacency. The
sleepy town of Monroeville erupts into a legal drama that ever so
briefly threatens to undermine the accepted truths of that society,
then settles back into its accustomed rhythms and relationships.
Nothing really changes.
Go Set a Watchman, on the other hand, was written and is set
during a time when everything in the South was up for grabs. It is a

47. JEROME McGANN, THE TEXTUAL CONDITION 10 (1990).
48. See generally JIMMY CARTER, AN HOUR BEFORE DAYLIGHT: MEMORIES OF A
RURAL BOYHOOD 49-66 (2001) (Carter, b. 1924, a close contemporary of Harper Lee,

b. 1926, depicts the economic struggle of even wealthy farmers in the Deep South in
the 1930s).
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courageous novel because it takes on a contemporary unsettled
debate of monumental importance: Will African-Americans gain
their full legal rights, and even more than just their legal rightswill they gain the social standing of full citizens in the small-town
South? Or will ingrained patterns of social inequality, buttressed by
more than two hundred years of legal servitude and inequality for
African-Americans, prove resistant to the efforts of the NAACP? Will
change come to the hearts and minds of white Southerners? Harper
Lee wrote this novel at a time before the 1960 Presidential election;
before Martin Luther King, Jr.'s "I Have a Dream Speech"; before
the 1964 Civil Rights Act. No one could be certain whether the
demagogues like George Wallace and Bull Connor and Lester
Maddox would be successful in their efforts to stymie legal
integration. Respected elder Southerners like Atticus Finch and
younger Southerners like Hank Clinton sincerely believed that
integration was proceeding too far, too fast. They did not view
themselves as racist; they viewed themselves as the guardians of a
traditional way of life that, from their perspective, had served blacks
and whites well since the end of the Civil War-the same way of life
so lovingly portrayed in To Kill a Mockingbird.
Jerome McGann chastises literary critics for failing to
distinguish adequately between the "text," the "novel," and the
"fictional work."4 9 The text is a purely physical concept: the
arrangement of black marks on the page and the way in which they
are knit together. The novel is the "locus of a specific process of
production (or reproduction) and consumption."5 0 The novel is the
text as it is consumed by the reader-it is what we mean when we
say, "Have you read this novel?" The "work" is "the global history of
some particular work's process of production/reproduction and
consumption." 1 When you ask someone, "Have you read Moby
Dick?" and they respond, "No, but I know I ought to-it's a classic,"
you are discussing the work, not the novel. The label of "classic" and
the cultural imperative to read it are part of the novel's "global
history," but they are definitely not part of the "novel" as McGann
defines it.
In this review, I have complained that Go Set a Watchman has
been treated only as a work, not as a novel. My imaginative
contemporary reviews have been an effort to wrench the work out of
its sociohistorical context, out of its global history, and to permit us
to read it as a novel. Only a novel. The first novel by the Pulitzer-

49.
50.
51.

JEROME McGANN, THE BEAUTY OF INFLECTIONS 114-15 n.3 (1985).
Id.
Id.
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prize winning author, Harper Lee. It is a document of its time and
place. It is, I believe, an authentic artistic expression of one of
America's great storytellers. It does credit to its author because it is
honest in its ambivalence. This is the novel Harper Lee had to write
before she could write To Kill a Mockingbird, but not because Go Set
a Watchman is a prequel (much less a sequel) to To Kill a
Mockingbird, but because she had to take her stand as a modern
Southerner of the 1950s before she could look back nostalgically on a
society that had enacted so much injustice.
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